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Course Overview

This is a demanding course that provides a window into American historiography. Since we can
only scratch the surface of the existing scholarship, my objective is to expose you to numerous
historical approaches over a variety of subjects and time periods. The goal is not to master a
particular topic. Rather, it is to understand the questions that different kinds of historians ask and
the diverse methodologies they use to get at their subjects. The readings cover a mix of older and
newer scholarship, with a particular emphasis on more recent works. That focus will allow us to
hone in on the topics, themes, and questions that have occupied the last several generations of
historians as we get a sense of the current state of the profession. Consequently, we’ll pay
particular attention to developments over the last thirty years such as: the emergence of social
history and its explosion into myriad sub-fields; the rise of what has been called the cultural and
literary turn; and the rise of history from the “bottom up” and its new focus on the “agency” of

ordinary Americans in shaping historical events.

Course Requirements

Your grade in the course will depend on diligent reading, active participation in class discussion,
and strong writing in the form of short essays and a final reflective essay.

Required Textbooks:
Richard Hughes, Myths America Lives By, 2003. [Hereafter cited as MAL]

**Qther readings as assigned included on syllabus schedule.



Competencies Required for Success in the Course

a. Written and oral communication are both essential.

b. Analysis and discussion of critical issues and major themes in the history of ideas.

c. Make interpretations and present those ideas in writing.

e. Application of historical methods of inquiry during investigations, especially utilizing the
philosophies set down by the author of the primary text and other concepts as provided by the
professor.

Critical Analysis and Reasoning

*a. Apply skills in analysis, synthesis and problem solving.

*b. Apply logical reasoning in the writing of papers.

*c. Apply organization and sound reasoning in the completion of papers.

Course Learning Objectives:

This course is designed to enable students to:

1. Demonstrate competency in writing two page (single spaced) research/synthesis
papers with sound reasoning.

3. Evaluate references which are based on sound scholarship (primary and secondary
sources).

4. Distinguish between primary and secondary sources.

5. Identify sound historical argument.

6. Encourage students to organize their thoughts and to think critically.

Student Expected Outcomes:

1. Write two page synthesis papers of an intellectual idea from the grid in this course
outline.

3. Participate in class on the themes provided in this course outline.



Instructional Modes

This course will focus on critical thinking skills. These relate to students' ability to comprehend,
analyze, synthesize, and communicate information from a variety of sources. Students will apply
these skills to solving problems or answering questions concerning the study of the American
historical experience. In the process, students will learn how to relate detailed or factual
information within conceptual frameworks. This will be accomplished by asking questions such
as how do historians know? Students will learn how to ask questions about the past and then to
begin the process of learning to address these questions. Finally, students will learn how to
effectively communicate their conclusions to a general audience through the development of
written communication skills. The course also emphasizes reading historical texts as well as
listening to other's ideas—all of which are important in the learning process.

The break down for grading is as follows:

Discussion: 20 points
Short Essays: 180 points
Final Reflective Essay 20

Total: 220 points

At the end of the semester:
220-200 points will be an A
199-170 points will be a B
169-140 points will be a C
139-120 points will be a D

Lower than 119 points will be an F

Guidelines for Short Papers

These papers are to be the student’s best critical thought based on a well thought and organized
angle that is well devised and substantiated. The papers must contain a major intellectual thought
and/or philosophy. Philosophies related to liberalism and history as progress will structure the
course and must be included in your paper. A theme should be the heading of your paper, which
must include a thesis statement in the first paragraph. There ought to be some specific idea about
the subject matter that you decide to address and flesh out in an organized fashion as thoroughly
as you can, without rambling. The key to success in writing the papers is your own organized
thought and following the guidelines for the paper! Your professor is delighted to give you
guidance for this paper and even suggestions, if so needed. Late papers will be penalized 20 pts.
off for each session late. Give considerable thought to your paper in advance. See the professor
during office hours far in advance of due dates, if needed, for guidance. Use Turabian’s



Handbook or Chicago Manual of Style exactly for endnotes.
Papers should be two pages, single-spaced.

Credit: Final Reflective Essay (20 points) Due: Dec. 19th:iskeThis is an opened-ended two
page single space essay for which the main requirement is summarizing some of the conclusions
you’ve drawn about American historiography in a way that references the articles we’ve read
(L,D. Burnett, Degler, Johnson). More specifically, students should discuss the question of
agency: How effective have historians been in focusing on the agency of ordinary historical
actors? Have they given too much agency to Indians, slaves, women, workers, yeomen farmers,
etc.? Has the focus on agency obscured the constraints under which people lived? What is gained
and lost by the “bottom up” approach? Whatever the focus, the idea is not simply to blithely
praise or slam a field. Instead, your job is to note the strengths and weaknesses of some larger
trends and to try to understand the possibilities and limits of particular ways of doing a particular
kind of history. And whatever your view, you need to dramatize and support your case with
SPECIFIC EXAMPLES from throughout the readings by Carl Degler and Walter Johnson.

Course Schedule and Readings

Module I Due Sept. 25-26th Read: Chapter 1 MAL, L.D. Burnett,
Historiography Summaries

Module IT Due Oct. 17th Read: Chapter 2 MAL, Carl Degler

Module III Due Nov. 7th Read: Chapter 3 MAL, Walter Johnson

Module IV Due Nov. 21st Read: Chapter 4 MAL

Module V Due Dec. 5th Read: Chapter 5 MAL

Module VI Due Dec. 12th Read: Chapter 6 MAL

Module VII: Due Dec. 19th Read: L.D. Burnett, Carl Degler, Walter
Johnson
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